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Measuring harmonic distance and locating harmonic goals is the most advanced and di�cult aspect of
listening to classical music. It's easy to �feel at sea�: Just as it's hard to orient yourself in the middle of
the Atlantic, it's hard to locate oneself harmonically: There are no visual signposts, no verbal explanations;
everything has to be apprehended by ear. Each tonal work is at liberty to go its own way: There is no
obligation to modulate to certain keys or travel a certain distance around the circle of �fths. Some pieces
may limit themselves to neighboring keys; others may range more broadly. It's necessary to follow each work
on its own terms.

There is a lot to be gained by measuring harmonic distance: Tonal music creates suspense and ex-
citement by moving away from the tonic to some extreme point and then �nding a way back. Where the
harmony ends up can have great structural and expressive signi�cance. So, while this is one of the most
challenging aspects of hearing harmony, it is also one of the most meaningful and rewarding.

Tonal works frequently begin by modulating to closely related keys and then gradually move farther
away, before tracing their eventual return. Composers frequently reinforce their harmonic odyssey with
perceptual cues. One of the most common is the introduction of a new theme. Often the theme will be of a
contrasting character, adding a change in tone or spirit to the change in key.

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart's Symphony No. 41, �Jupiter,� opens with an assertive, martial theme.
Example 1

This media object is an audio �le. Please view or download it at
<http://cnx.org/content/m35108/1.1/Mozart34>

Mozart marks the �rst main goal of modulation, the key of the dominant, with a new, gentler theme.
Example 2

This media object is an audio �le. Please view or download it at
<http://cnx.org/content/m35108/1.1/Mozart35>

Ludwig van Beethoven's Symphony No. 5 has one of the famous main themes in all of classical music.
Example 3

This media object is an audio �le. Please view or download it at
<http://cnx.org/content/m35108/1.1/Beethoven52>

Beethoven heralds his �rst goal of modulation � the relative Major, E-�at Major � with a new theme:
The aggressiveness of the opening is supplanted by greater lyricism. Notice, though, that there is as a
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subtle reminder of where the music has come from: The rhythmic motto of the opening is embedded in the
accompaniment, eventually coming to the fore at the end of the excerpt.

Example 4

This media object is an audio �le. Please view or download it at
<http://cnx.org/content/m35108/1.1/Beethoven53>

In many works, greater harmonic distance is associated with greater thematic transformation: The
main material is generally most complete, stable and secure in the home key. The farther you stray from
home, the more irregular the material becomes.

In. the Finale of Mozart's Symphony No. 40 in g-minor, the violins initially present the main theme,
with the winds playing a subsidiary role.

Example 5

This media object is an audio �le. Please view or download it at
<http://cnx.org/content/m35108/1.1/Mozart19>

Throughout the movement, as Mozart gradually advances from the tonic, he moves farther and farther
away from the original orchestration. At the start of this excerpt, the head motive of the theme is traded
between the strings and winds. Eventually, the music makes it halfway around the circle of �fths � an
extraordinary harmonic distance! Mozart reinforces the remoteness of the key with an orchestration that
is likewise very displaced from the original: The violins are silent. Instead, the cellos and the winds � who
played only a supporting role at the outset � are now featured: The theme's orchestration has turned itself
inside out!

Example 6

This media object is an audio �le. Please view or download it at
<http://cnx.org/content/m35108/1.1/Mozart31>

The Finale of Ludwig van Beethoven's Piano Sonata in A-�at Major, opus 110 opens with a rising
theme.

Example 7

This media object is an audio �le. Please view or download it at
<http://cnx.org/content/m35108/1.1/Beethoven30>

The texture gradually thickens and the music begins to modulate. As the music moves farther away from
the tonic, anomalies begin to occur � including, very unusually, a refrain of the somber melody of an earlier
movement. Finally at the most remote key, the harmony stops dead in its tracks. After resting here for a
remarkably long time, another surprising thing occurs: the Finale's theme reenters � upside down!

Example 8

This media object is an audio �le. Please view or download it at
<http://cnx.org/content/m35108/1.1/Beethoven31>

Thus, Beethoven sculpts a topography where greater distance from the tonic equals greater trans-

formation. Even if you can't recognize by ear that the music has moved from A-�at Major all the way to
G-Major, Beethoven's perceptual cues alert you that you have reached somewhere wild and strange.

Beethoven concludes with a triumphant return to the original key, with the theme turned right side up
again and fully harmonized:

Example 9

This media object is an audio �le. Please view or download it at
<http://cnx.org/content/m35108/1.1/Beethoven32>

Scientists have demonstrated that long-term pitch memory can easily be disoriented: Therefore, sup-
porting pitch memory with perceptual cues is very important for following large-scale harmonic structure.
The main theme of Haydn's Symphony No. 102 in B-�at Major is introduced by the strings:
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Example 10

This media object is an audio �le. Please view or download it at
<http://cnx.org/content/m35108/1.1/Haydn03>

At the end of a long modulating section, Haydn returns to the main theme. Is it in its original key?

Haydn leaves a clue...
Example 11

This media object is an audio �le. Please view or download it at
<http://cnx.org/content/m35108/1.1/Haydn02>

Instead of the strings, the �ute is playing the theme: This is Haydn's hint that the key is di�erent. The
prevention of closure at the end of the excerpt is a reminder that the main tonic has not been reached yet.

A little later, the theme returns�this time will all of the trappings of home.
Example 12

This media object is an audio �le. Please view or download it at
<http://cnx.org/content/m35108/1.1/Haydn04>

When you're driving, you count on standard highway signs to make quick and safe decisions. Classical works
do not use perceptual cues so consistently; instead, each piece bears the stamp of individuality, not only
in its themes but also in its formal unfolding and structural markers. You have to learn the road signs for
each piece separately. These types of variables and nuances are why listening to classical music takes careful
attention and repeated listening. With experience, you will be better able to recognize perceptual cues and
interpret their signi�cance.

It makes intuitive sense that harmonic distance and thematic transformation and contrast are
often linked: The farther you get from home, the less recognizable your environment becomes. Listening
for perceptual cues will help you apprehend the di�erence between the closest and most distant harmonic

goals in a modulating work.
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